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JBS-USA Caps its 20th Anniversary Year
in Sweden
Part 1: JBS-USA Arrives in Stockholm

The beautiful Stora Tuna Church

by Janel Lundgren
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he Jussi Björling Society - USA began its 20th
anniversary year last November with a successful conference in Washington, D.C. at the beautiful Swedish Embassy. To conclude this banner year,
from August 30 to September 5, 2018, twenty-three
members of the Society took our celebrations to Sweden itself for six days of music, travel, and friendship.
We started in Stockholm on Thursday, August
30th with a concert at Berwaldhallen, the Swedish
Radio Concert Hall, with tickets arranged for us by
Nils-Göran Olve. A part of the Baltic Sea Festival, the
concert featured the Lithuanian National Symphony
Orchestra, conducted by Giedrė Šlekytė. The program
began with a thrilling performance of Esa-Pekka
Salonen’s Piano Concerto, with Andrius Žlabys, pianist.
The performers of this powerful work received thunderous applause.
Following intermission, came a grand rendition
of Raminta Šerkšnytė’s Songs of Sunset and Dawn, with
four guest soloists and the Swedish Radio Choir joining
in. The composer herself was in attendance, and joined
the performers for multiple bows to a standing ovation.
Next day, members enjoyed a free Friday morning in Stockholm. Many opted for a walking
tour of the immediate area and Gamla Stan, led by Nils-Göran Olve, who provided a rich narrative about the city and its history. We then boarded the afternoon train to Hudiksvall, in time
for a boisterous dinner at the Quality Hotell Statt.
...
20TH ANNIVERSARY YEAR continued on page 2

From the President

20TH ANNIVERSARY YEAR
continued from page 1

Part 2:
Adventures in Hälsingland
by Sue Flaster

We twenty-three who are back from our recent journey to
Sweden can report that we enjoyed our travels together, especially the music and the friendship--despite the rather hectic
travel schedule, which turned out to be more strenuous than I
realized!
Now that we are all recovered, we can honestly say we had
a wonderful time, and we missed all of you who were unable
to join us! Our adventures are outlined in the three-part article “JBS-USA in Sweden,” in this
newsletter.
As our 20th Anniversary year draws to a close, the Board is putting plans for 2019 in
motion. We are pursuing projects which we hope will result in exciting new items for your JB
library, and will keep you posted as they develop.
On a less pleasant topic, we are taking steps to address the issue of declining membership. Plans are taking shape for placing ads on radio stations, beginning a three-month
campaign on Facebook, and swapping website space with other musical organizations. Do
you belong to an organization which might want to participate in this exchange? If so, please
let me know!
As a part of these efforts, we need to recognize that a younger generation of members
may not be interested in printed materials, but will prefer to receive our publications by electronic means. To accommodate that change, and to meet rising costs, we will need to make
an adjustment in membership dues for 2019, as follows:
*Individual membership with electronic publications will be $35 annually.
*Individual membership with printed publications will now be $40 annually.
All other membership levels will stay the same, and will continue to receive printed
publications unless we are instructed to do otherwise by the member. Student memberships
will continue to be $10 annually with electronic publications only.
As you renew your memberships with the enclosed form, we ask that you be as generous as you can. There is much work to do to introduce the world’s most beautiful voice
to another generation of opera lovers, and in the process, to keep our Society alive. We will
need your help if we are to succeed.
Thank you all!
With warmest greetings and best wishes for all the holidays,
Janel E. Lundgren, president
P.S. A new JBS-USA 20th Anniversary Commemorative Poster is now available 		
for purchase. In full color, this 8 ½” x 14” poster is offered at the special member’s price of
$15 postpaid.
To order through our website, visit www.jussibjorlingsociety.org / Shop / Merchandise.
Or simply use the order form (on the reverse of your membership form), and send your
check to treasurer Steve Fischmann at the indicated address.
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A

s the 20th anniversary celebrations of JBS continued, Harald
and I joined up with the group at
the hotel in Hudiksvall on Friday evening,
August 31. Our arrival coincided with
the town’s “water festival,” and there was
abundant and well-fueled joy on the streets
until the wee hours. Stefan Olmårs had arranged for a visit to the provincial museum
early Saturday, but many of us had a less
structured morning. At 1:00, we were bused
up to Strömsbruk where hostel owner,
Johan Adlercreutz, gave us a very pleasant
and informed tour of the old---and not so
old---industrial area where David Björling
was born, and where his father worked.
An annual treat at the Strömsbruk
event is a concert by the local brass orchestra, Ströms Brukorkester, and this year they

ANDERS HANSER

Dear Members,

Jussifest singers Tyler Duncan,
Malin Hartelius and Yinjia
Gong onstage with guest pianist
Erika Switzer

did not disappoint, but provided an hour of
Swedish marches and folk tunes in the style
of “spa” entertainments of long ago.
2018 was Stefan Olmårs 13th Jussifest
at Strömsbruk, and each year he has managed to present a valuable and musically
www.jussibjorlingsociety.org

ANDERS HANSER

Malin Hartelius
and Stefan Olmårs
take a bow, after
she drew him into
a waltz during her
flirtatious rendition
of Lehár’s “Meine
Lippen sie kussen so
heiss” (My lips kiss
with such fire!).

He had only just arrived from China, but
had clearly recovered his powers. Erika
Switzer, (Mrs. Tyler Duncan,) not only
accompanied Tyler, but made us the gift
of a sensitive and emotionally uplifting
Schubert Impromptu. Lennart Eng accompanied the other singers ably, as he has

Stefan Olmårs, AnnCharlotte Björling, and
Harald Henrysson during
the Jussi Request Session

ANDERS HANSER

MATTHEW MANCINI

fulfilling concert. Canadian baritone-and member of the Metropolitan Opera
company--Tyler Duncan concentrated on
lieder. His smooth and agile voice has the
flexibility and warmth to make art songs especially appealing. Soprano Malin Hartelius
also leaned more heavily on song repertoire

done both here and at Voxna in the past.
After a tasty buffet dinner, we reassembled in the concert hall where Harald hosted a request session. Ann-Charlotte Björling
joined Harald and Stefan O. on stage and
contributed memories and her own request:
“L’alba separa...”
Harald had asked for requests beforehand, and as always, there were more
requests than there could possibly be time
for. Stefan’s (usual) call for “Säg mig god
natt” (Say good night to me) came too soon,
bringing the evening to a close.
Despite dire weather predictions,
Sunday was as lovely as Saturday, and it was
difficult to get off the bus and back into the
concert hall in the early morning. Our good
behavior was rewarded by an outstanding
interview session with questioner NilsGöran Olve and our four musical performers. A very moving moment occurred when
Malin Hartelius recalled seeing a singer
in the very small town of her youth and
vowing to be like that person. That person
turned out to be Ann-Charlotte Björling,
who was deeply touched by that tribute.
Another amazing moment was the
statement by Yinjia Gong that his musi-

than opera excerpts. A Swede, she has been
based in Switzerland and Austria for most
of her career, with regular visits to Cleveland.
The more “expected” repertoire was
presented by stentorian tenor Yinjia Gong.
www.jussibjorlingsociety.org

Jussifest audience,
absorbed in the
presentation!
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der last-minute construction in preparation
for Opening Night the following week.
Another tour followed lunch, this time
of the Stockholm Konserthuset, scene of so
many of Jussi’s concerts and recordings, and
of course of the Nobel Prize Ceremonies.
The Hall is also the main venue for orchestral music in Stockholm. With a design by

JBS members enjoy dinner
at La Cantina in Borlänge.

cal education had taken place in Sweden
because of hearing Jussi Björling when he
was a small boy in China. He is now singing
mostly in Germany, and has acquired
English, Swedish and German, as well as
the Western musical tradition, in the course
of the last few short years. Tyler and Erika
told us about their long time in Germany
and how their two careers mesh. In spite
of her superb solo performance, Erika
prefers working together with other artists,
especially singers. Lucky break for Tyler.
Nils-Göran managed the remarkable feat
of both putting the performers at their ease
and extracting actual information.
Next on the agenda was former Chief
Dramaturg of the Royal Opera, Stefan
Johansson, who gave us a very personal and
well-illustrated talk on Birgit Nilsson on the
occasion this year of her centenary. Stefan
concentrated on putting Nilsson into a
context that many of us Americans were not
familiar with, although the Sällskap members attending were surely more informed
on the earlier Swedish soprano traditions.
After Stefan’s presentation, we took the bus
back to the hotel, where lunch was served.
Harald and I drove back to Säter, and then
rejoined the group for an enjoyable and
chaotic Italian dinner in Borlänge on Sunday evening.
It’s hardly possible to overpraise the
care that Stefan Olmårs took of us: hotel
arrangements, special meals when restaurants were closed, buses to and from every
event, and all with his characteristic good
humor and patience. This simply couldn’t
have happened without all of his work.
On Monday, we were welcomed to the
JB Museum by curator Jan-Olof Damberg,
where we enjoyed several recordings and
videos not accessible elsewhere. Then--shepherded by Göran Forsling---we took

Stockholm’s
Konserthuset, main
auditorium

ourselves out to Stora Tuna church, and
the graves of the Björling family members.
These graveside visits are always emotional,
as we reflect on what these people have
given us, often at great cost to themselves.
Göran’s heroic efforts at organizing us
allowed for a closing dinner in time to catch
the late train to Stockholm, ending the
Borlänge chapter of the trip.
...

Part 3: Finale in Stockholm
by Janel Lundgren

As the late train to Stockholm turned out
to be very late indeed, it was a rather weary
group of travelers who turned out for breakfast the next morning. Nils-Göran Olve had
arranged a lovely final day for us, however,
and spirits soon rose again.
The day began with a personalized tour
of the Royal Opera House. We enjoyed the
beauty of the grand staircase, the magnificent Gold Room, and a rare close up view
of the great chandelier, which was lowered
all the way down for its annual cleaning. We
also had access to the royal private entrance
and reception hall, and the stage itself, un-
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Ivar Tengbom chosen in competition, and
inaugurated in 1926, this glorious Concert
Hall is home to the Royal Stockholm Philharmonic Orchestra.
Our farewell dinner that evening was
arranged by Nils-Göran at the Elite Hotel
Marina Tower. Several members opted to
take an hour’s cruise on a Stockholm ferry,
which ultimately landed them at the dock
by the hotel. After a sumptuous dinner,
our group was invited to the beautiful
apartment residence nearby of our friend
Nils-Göran, which featured a magnificent
view of the Stockholm skyline, along with
his equally magnificent collection of recordings! At the end of this wonderful day, our
time together and another JBS very special
event came to an end.
As has already been said about Stefan
Olmårs, our visit to Sweden, (encompassing
trains, buses, boats, and 4 hotels in 6 days),
would have been a disaster waiting to happen were it not for the planning, work, time
and attention given us by our generous and
thoughtful hosts: Nils-Göran Olve, Göran
Forsling, Per Bäckström, and Stefan Olmårs.
We thank them all, and are so grateful for
their friendship!

www.jussibjorlingsociety.org

Mama, Sing with Papa

Metropolitan Opera’s great
tenor, Jussi Bjoerling, and
his wife, Anna-Lisa.
At left, Mrs. Bjoerling puts
the finishing touches to
her husband’s Don Carlo
costume

by Herbert Kupferberg

(Below) The Bjoerlings
at the family home in
Sweden. The children,
Lars-Olof, 11, AnnCharlotte, 7, and Anders,
14, now attend school
there. They have made two
trips to the United States

T

he Bjoerling youngsters knew what
they liked: a vocal duet by their famous father and their lovely mother.
Today, concertgoers are discovering that
they like it, too.
During his current joint-concert tour,
Jussi Bjoerling, the Metropolitan Opera
Company’s great tenor, is facing what is
probably the most satisfactory competition of his career. In bookings spread over
North America from Montreal, Canada to
Columbus, Georgia, he has been sharing the
stage with a striking blond soprano—and
although he has been losing a good part of
the applause to her, he doesn’t seem to mind
at all. For the soprano is his wife, Anna-Lisa, who is making her first singing tour of
America.
Bjoerling (pronounced Byur-ling) is
the Swedish tenor who was selected to open
this year’s opera season singing the title role
in the now historic revival of Verdi’s Don
Carlo. He has been an opera singer for some
15 years and a Met star since 1938; but Anna-Lisa, who married him just at the start
of his career, saw that as a fitting occasion
to put aside her own operatic ambitions so
she could raise a family. Only the fact that
their three children—Anders, fourteen,
Lars-Olof, eleven, and Ann-Charlotte,
seven—are now in school prompted her to
resume singing.
Last April, before they took the family
show on the road, the Bjoerling’s tried it out
at New York’s Carnegie Hall. The enthusiasm of the audience, coupled with a good
critical response, convinced the two singers
that other American cities might like to
hear their duets. Since then, bookings have
poured in, and they have signed for several
radio engagements. Their concert dates
have been limited only by Jussi’s schedule at
the Metropolitan; as it is, he has to fly back
and forth between the tour cities and New
www.jussibjorlingsociety.org

York to keep his Met commitments.
Bjoerling, whom the San Francisco
Chronicle has called “one of the truly
phenomenal men of music,” says of the new
venture:
“I used to feel that one singer in the
family was enough, but this joint tour
makes me think I was wrong.
“At our Carnegie Hall debut, I was
more nervous than my wife was. Maybe it
showed , too, because they gave her flowers
at the end. Me. I got nothing.
“Seriously, he adds, she has such a
beautiful voice that it would be a crime not
to let her sing.”
Despite the applause she is receiving
now, Anna-Lisa doesn’t feel that her years
of silence were wasted. “Sometime maybe I
missed the excitement and glamour a little,”
she admits, “but having the children around
me made up for it.” It was a busy life and a

good one. I had my three little ones and my
husband to take care of, and you can’t do
that when you’re singing.”
Having been happily married for many
years, the Bjoerlings agree about almost
everything except slenderizing diets and exercise. Anna-Lisa, voted the most beautiful
girl in Sweden in a newspaper contest when
she was sixteen, keeps her figure by doggedly exercising every morning and night
in her hotel room; Jussi who is contentedly
rotund, sits in an easy chair and clocks
her. After the Met season, the Bjoerlings
return to Sweden; when they go fishing
near their summer home on an island in the
Baltic Sea, he holds the line and she rows.
With his husky physique and powerful,
ringing voice, Bjoerling is a throwback to
the old-fashioned opera singer, while his
wife is more typical of the new streamlined
version.
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The Bjoerlings first met at the Royal
Conservatory of Music in Stockholm during
the early 1930s. Jussi Bjoerling was the
school’s most promising student, Anna-Lisa
Berg its most beautiful. Jussi’s older brother
took care of the introductions; the tenor
didn’t find out until years later that the
meeting was Anna-Lisa’s idea.
The two singers were married in 1935,
soon after Jussi had joined Stockholm’s
Royal Opera.
Then, while her husband was winning the European renown that led to his
electrifying Metropolitan debut at the age
of twenty-seven, Anna-Lisa stayed home.
Her vocal teacher warned her that too many
years away from public performances might
ruin her voice, but Mrs. Bjoerling, willing
to take the chance, confined her singing to
lullabies.
However, the Bjoerling children were
always after their mother to “sing with
Papa.” Three years ago, they coaxed Anna-Lisa into making a home recording of an
operatic duet with Jussi—and then secretly
took the record to the manager of Stockholm’s biggest radio station. After the record
was played over the air, everything seemed
to conspire against the soprano’s retirement.
Early in 1948, the late Count Folke Bernadotte, an old friend of the family, invited Jussi
and Anna-Lisa to sing the leading parts in a
Red Cross benefit performance of Puccini’s
La Boheme at the Stockholm Opera. With
the children beaming at them from the audience, they scored such a hit that they were
signed up for a series of joint performances.
That led eventually to their American tour.
The Bjoerling children have made two
trips to America to hear their father sing
at the Metropolitan, but, this time, to the
regret of the whole family, schoolwork has
made it impossible for them to leave.
Family traveling is an old Bjoerling tradition. In 1920, Jussi made his first trip to
this country, as a member of the Bjoerling
Male Quartet. This flourishing ensemble
was composed of Jussi, aged nine, his
brothers Olle and Goesta, eleven and seven
respectively, and their father David. Decked
out in their national costumes—black
shoes, white stockings, calfskin trousers,

blue vests and white shirts adorned with
ribbons—they sang before Scandinavian
societies and church groups across the
country.
The senior Bjoerling called a halt only
when it became painfully apparent that his
sons were no longer sopranos.
Once during this trip Jussi narrowly
missed seeing the inside of the Metropolitan Opera House 17 years ahead of time. As
the quartet was winding up its tour in New
York City, the elder Bjoerling proudly told
his family that he had managed to procure
four tickets to hear the great Caruso sing.
In his excitement, he failed to notice his
sons’ lack of enthusiasm as he dragged them
past the movie palaces of Broadway toward
the Met. Finally the boys plucked up their
courage and informed him that their tastes
for the evening ran to a horse opera starring
William Hart.
So David Bjoerling sadly heard Caruso
alone, and picked up his progeny after the
movie. Jussi never did see the Metropolitan
Opera House, until he sang there.

Memories of Jussi in
Performance

The above article appeared in Colliers,
February 17, 1951, a few months after Jussi’s
debut in Don Carlo (Nov. 6, 1950), followed
by several performances of Faust with Dorothy Kirsten; Manon Lescaut with Eleanor
Steber, Dorothy Kirsten, and Licia Albanese;
and the now legendary studio recordings at
the Manhattan Center with Robert Merrill.
On January 16, 1951, Jussi and Anna-Lisa
resumed their joint recitals, performing in
Portland, ME, Quebec, Montreal, Denver,
and Columbus, GA, before returning to
Stockholm. Later that year, they appeared
on two broadcasts of the Edgar Bergen –
Charlie McCarthy Show in Los Angeles,
performing “Ange adorable” from Gounod’s
Romeo et Juliette and “Will you remember”
from Sigmund Romberg’s Maytime, as well
as comic dialogue with Edgar and Charlie,
which are preserved in audio.

I

6 v November 2018 Newsletter of the Jussi Björling Society

by Robert B. Ardis
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f memory serves, I was privileged to see
and hear Jussi Björling in person five
times at the old Met: once in Manon
Lescaut, twice in Tosca, once in Faust, and
one last time in Cavalleria rusticana. I
also saw and heard him twice in recital at
Carnegie Hall and several times in recital
at the Hunter College Auditorium. I think
there was also an appearance at a Swedish
Seaman’s benefit at Carnegie Hall.
I first discovered Jussi, of course,
through LP phonograph records, beginning
with that great and justly famous RCA
recording of Il trovatore with Zinka Milanov
and Leonard Warren and an RCA solo recital disk shared on the other side with Robert
Merrill. From then on, I made sure I didn’t
miss anything Jussi managed to record. The
non-commercial stuff came later, and it
was thrilling to find it available. The single
most thrilling Björling recording track of
all: for me, it has to be the “oath duet” from
Otello that he recorded in the early 1950s
with baritone Robert Merrill. I’ve never
heard anything quite like it and I’ve been
www.jussibjorlingsociety.org

privileged to see and hear some really great
performances of the opera with the likes of
Plácido Domingo, Jon Vickers, and James
McCracken.
I was even able to meet Björling in
person once in November of 1959. He sang
in two performances of Gounod’s Faust that
year, first in a weeknight performance and
second in a Saturday afternoon broadcast
performance. I managed to attend the
weeknight performance and had a seat up
in the Grand Tier of the old house. During
the first intermission, I was chatting with
a lady sitting next to me and I guess it became obvious to her that I was very much a
Jussi Björling fan. During the next intermission, she asked me if I would like to go back
stage after the performance and meet him
in person. Would I ever?
It turned out that the lady was a friend
of Anna-Lisa Björling’s. After the performance, I went around with her to the stage
door entrance, where a small group gathered to wait for Mrs. Björling. When she
arrived, she led the whole group through
that rabbit warren that was the old Met
backstage to the Björling dressing room.
When it became my turn to be introduced,
I knew that he had already had at least one
heart attack, so all I could think of to say to
him was “Please take care of yourself, Mr.
Björling.” Sadly, he had less than a year yet
to live.
The performance itself is still the
most thrilling performance of Faust I’ve
ever heard. Other featured performers were
Elisabeth Söderström, Cesare Siepi, Robert
Merrill, and Mildred Miller. Pretty hard to
beat that line-up. I have a Myto recording
of the broadcast performance which I still
manage to listen to from time to time.
Robert B. Ardis graduated from the College
of Engineering of the University of Michigan
in February of 1946, courtesy of the United
States Navy, and from the School of Law, evening division, of New York University in May
of 1951. He was a member of the patent staff
of Bell Telephone Laboratories from 1947
until retiring in 1988 as Patent Attorney
Director. He also retired as Captain, United
States Naval Reserve, in 1978.
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Mr. [David] Björling’s Concert
A Review by Eric Westberg, Hudiksvallsposten

T

hough DB’s concert belongs to a
form of art which does not deserve
public mention, I am grateful
to give my opinion about it due to the
pretentious way in which Mr. Björling’s
family appears.
Since there is no law forbidding false
indication of origin, as far as the title of a
performer is concerned, one has to accept
the label “opera singer,” but my strong
conviction is that Mr. Björling has hardly
even from a public seat been acquainted
with our royal opera stage, surely he can
not bring with him this proud title from
any foreign opera company. A modest role
in a third class touring operetta company
could possibly be the defense for such
audacity. Method of singing, diction,
musical culture, all which might defend
appearance in a city (what city Mr. B calls
David Björling with (left to right) sons Olle, Gösta and
his native one has nothing to do with
Jussi, circa 1916.
music), is to him as foreign as his ear was
foreign to the concept of purity.
One can only pity the three little
boys. To be forced to howl with convulsive tension, which even destroyed any pronunciation
of the words, cannot be any pleasure even for a father, whatever confused ideas he has about
education, breathing, etc. As beautifully as a well schooled treble voice can sound, for instance
from the boys in the Berlin Cathedral Choir, as deplorable it was to hear these constricted yells.
Far from making the voice hardy, this is probably the most effective way to entirely destroy
any talent. I dare even claim that the propaganda Mr. B makes with his children is extremely
destructive. If Mr. B means that this should be an example worth following as far as juvenile
singing is concerned, I must most definitely warn against doing that.
Mr. B, when three people sing the same tune, that is called unison singing, not trio. The
compilation of the program is unforgivable, but says enough in its naivety. Three things were
first-rate: the entrance fee, the well-fitting tail-coat and the promotion that preceded the socalled concert.
If I have with these words put Mr. B out of action in northern Hälsingland, I consider
myself to have done a good and blessed work.
Editor’s Note: Eric Westberg was manager of the Stockholm Concert Association 1919-27, one of
the founders of the Swedish Performing Rights Society and its manager 1923-44.
This review, of a June 1918 performance, was read aloud by Harald Henrysson at dinner at
the Quality Hotell Statt on Friday, Aug 31, 2018, for the amusement of members of JBS-USA during
their trip to Sweden. It is not known, but assumed, that Mr. Westberg lived to regret his predictions!
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of $15 postpaid.
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